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ABSTRACT
Mosher, Sarah Lyn. M.A.. The University of Memphis. August, 2015. Identifying the
American incognitum: A Rhetorical Analysis of the Science, Religion, and American
Identity of the Early Republic. Major Professor:s Dr. Jeffrey Scraba and Dr. Joseph
Jones.
The science of paleontology developed alongside the emergence of the nation.
The paleontological writings of the early republic, which focused on identifying the
mammoth and the mastodon, included more than their scientific contributions. The
methods for this thesis include the use of a generative rhetorical analysis on eight
paleontological writings published between 1767-1799 by the Royal Society of London,
the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, and the American Philosophical Society.
This thesis reveals the presence of eighteenth century religious conflicts with science, the
rhetorical techniques of the naturalists, and aspects of the American spirit found in the
development of a national identity.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Eleven thousand years ago, ferocious beasts called the American incognita
roamed the earth. These enormous creatures foraged through forests destroying every tree
and devouring every human who crossed their path. Or, at least that was what early
Americans believed about what are now known to as the mammoth and mastodon.
During the eighteenth century, Americans developed a curiosity about the large bones
found at various locations in the nation. Europeans and Americans alike took an interest
in the mystery of these bones. This thesis examines the first paleontological writings
regarding the identification of the American incognitum. These authors, or naturalists,
were important for identifying the incognitum, and their writings exemplify their
paleontological contributions. However, the writings also reveal the importance of the
incognitum’s identification story for the early republic. This thesis demonstrates how the
naturalists of the early republic not only contributed to the fields of paleontology and
natural philosophy, but also to theories of extinction and evolution, and to the
development of a national identity.
During the early republic, America was in an identity crisis as it tried to find itself
as a new nation. At this same time, naturalists became interested in identifying the
American incognitum. These early paleontological texts to be examined are important for
what they reveal about paleontology, but also for what they say about the status of the
early republic. Examining these texts display what it was like for science, religion, and
America during the early republic. Through these naturalists’ research, the field of
paleontology and theory of extinction began to develop. However, the writings also
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exhibit what the identification story meant for America at the time for developing a
distinct American identity.
This thesis examines seven authors who contributed eight works in the form of
presentations at either the Royal Society in London or the American Philosophical
Society or in the form of a memoir published with the Memoirs of American Academy of
Arts and Sciences. These writings include:
1. Peter Collinson’s 1767 presentation to the Royal Society: “An Account of
Some Very Large Fossil Teeth Found in North America”
2. Peter Collinson’s other 1767 presentation to the Royal Society: “Sequel to the
Foregoing Account of the Large Fossil Teeth”
3. William Hunter’s 1767 presentation to the Royal Society: “Observations on the
Bones Commonly Supposed to Be Elephant Bones, Which Have Been Found near
the River Ohio in America”
4. Robert Annan’s 1793 memoir: “Account of a Skeleton of a Large Animal,
Found near Hudson’s River.”
5. General Samuel Parson’s 1793 memoir: “Discoveries Made in the Western
Country, by General Parsons”
6. Nicholas Collin’s 1793 presentation to the American Philosophical Society:
“An Essay on Those Inquiries in Natural Philosophy, which at Present Are Most
Beneficial to the United States of North America”
7. Thomas Jefferson’s 1797 presentation to the American Philosophical Society:
“A Memoir on the Discovery of Certain Bones of the Quadruped of the Clawed
Kind in the Western Parts of Virginia”
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8. George Turner’s 1799 presentation to the American Philosophical Society:
“Memoir on the Extraneous Fossils, Denominated Mammoth Bones: Principally
Designed to Shew, That They Are the Remains of More than One Species of NonDescript Animal”1
These writings were selected because they were the eight writings of the period that
mention or focus on the identification mystery of the American incognitum and were
written in English2. Although Thomas Jefferson’s presentation focused on identifying the
Megalonyx, it also discussed his disbelief in extinction theories in-depth, and it briefly
mentioned the incognitum.
This thesis uses a generative rhetorical analysis. In Rhetorical Criticism:
Exploration and Practice, Sonja K. Foss states that generative rhetorical analyses are
used when no other method of analysis seems appropriate, as is the case for this research.
Foss explains that there are two modes of generative rhetorical analysis and one that is
used is the “Analysis Using the Research Question as the Source for the Unit of
Analysis”. Foss explains “In criticism in which the unit of analysis is developed from the
critic’s research question, the analysis involves one primary process—carefully and
thoroughly examining the artifact for any traces of evidence of the phenomenon
suggested by the unit of analysis” (486). Three main research questions are examined
regarding the persuasive techniques of the science, the conflicts between religion and

1

For easy reference of these seven authors and their eight paleontological works, see
Appendix A.
2

Frenchmen Louis Jean-Marie Daubenton, Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon,
and Georges Cuvier and German Christian Friedrich Michaelis contributed to the identification
process as well.
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extinction, and the national and republican rhetoric found in the texts along with aspects
of the American spirit.
The second chapter of the thesis, “The American incognitum’s Identity Crisis,”
provides a background to the American incognitum’s identification story as well as some
context about paleontology during the early republic. This chapter tells the complete
story of the identification as well as introducing the work of the naturalists who are the
center of the research as well as others. This chapter lays the foundation for what is to
follow.
The third chapter, “The American incognitum and Science” is the first generative
rhetorical analysis, which uses the research question: “How did the naturalists persuade
their audiences of their radical theories?” This chapter establishes how the naturalists
persuaded their audiences with their groundbreaking theories using rhetorical techniques
such as counterarguments, calls to action, citing authority figures, and using a confident
tone.
The fourth chapter, “The American incognitum and Religion” uses the research
question: “How do these writings demonstrate conflicts with religion? Or, do the writings
reveal that religious beliefs cause conflict with new scientific theories?” This chapter
focuses on how some naturalists based their scientific theories on their religious beliefs,
while others had to set aside their religious beliefs in order to make progress in science.
This chapter particularly deals with the difficulty in accepting extinction theories while
maintaining the Christian belief in a perfect God.
The fifth chapter and last generative rhetorical analysis titled “The American
incognitum and America,” bases its research question on the work of Paul Semonin in his

4

text American Monster in which he claims that the incognitum became a national symbol
for Americans during the early republic. This chapter looks at other aspects of the
American spirit such as Thomas Jefferson and others’ encouragement for any American
to contribute to the identification process regardless of their scientific knowledge. The
chapter ends with an examination of the nationalist and republican rhetoric present in the
American texts.
Overall, this thesis examines the role that these paleontological texts can enact
outside of their prescribed purpose, which is to convince readers that their theories about
the American incognitum are true. These texts offer insight into the status of science
during the early republic and reveal what methods were available to the naturalists to
arrive at their theories. It is important to identify what literature, especially scientific
literature, can display about the era in which it is written as the area is not typically
examined. The texts also establish that some naturalists faced problems proposing
theories that contradicted their religious standards. Lastly, these texts expose the
scientific capabilities of Americans during the early republic and how passionate they
were to solve the mystery surrounding the American incognitum.
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CHAPTER 2: THE AMERICAN INCOGNITUM’S IDENTITY CRISIS
Before analyzing the multiple themes present in the writings, it is first important
to identify the theories the naturalists presented about their incognitum and their
contributions to paleontology. This chapter provides the necessary background for the
American incognitum’s identification process in order to understand the contributions the
naturalists made in their paleontological writings. However, before describing the
identification process, it is more essential to begin with an explanation of paleontology
and the American incognitum.
The field now known as paleontology, which is the study of fossils, was not
officially named until 1834 (Edwards 41). However, the field of paleontology did not
begin at that time. Unusual bones had been found throughout the world since the Stone
Age, and for thousands of years the Chinese believed that the fossils they unearthed
belonged to dragons; because of this, these bones were ground up and used as medicine
(Wendt 18). Scientists began to study the origin of fossils in ancient Greece. Pythagoras
and Xenophanes studied the impressions of small fishes and shells in rocks. The scientists
of the medieval era believed fossils originated through a process called vis plastica,
which is essentially a spontaneous generation theory derived from Aristotle. These
medieval scientists believed that nature produced the fossils itself, and scientists
maintained this theory until the beginning of the eighteenth century. In his account of the
history of paleontology, W.N. Edwards explains that while this theory set scientists back,
it did not impede scientific discovery as much as the belief in the Great Deluge, which
was the great flood rumored to have happened in the Bible. However, by the end of the
eighteenth century, scientists had discredited the belief in vis plastica as the reasoning for
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the bones’ existence. The actual interest in identifying the origin of the bones rather than
attributing them to the dragon or other mythical species occurred during the eighteenth
century (Edwards 1-14).
Historians credit the beginnings of paleontology in America to the process of
identifying the American incognitum. Those in search of the incognitum’s identity
wanted to give a name and a description to the animal to which the large bones belonged.
Naturalists could tell that the bones were similar to an elephant, and understanding the
size of the animal, Americans began to fear that this large animal was still living amongst
them. Along with the large bones, Americans discovered abnormally large three-pound
molars and tusks in various excavation sites that they believed also belonged to the
mysterious animal. These led naturalists to believe that the animal was carnivorous, and
an even bigger threat to the American population. Naturalists wanted to identify the
creature because of the anomaly of its size and the mystery of its location and eating
habits. Identifying the creature was important for the sake of science, but also for the
safety of America. For Americans, the incognitum was a way to give America a history
and an identity. They wanted to know what kind of creatures used to live on the
American landscape to better understand the land they loved. Identifying the incognitum
was a way for Americans to give themselves a past, which also helped find their identity
as a nation.
Starting in 1705, American newspaper records revealed that Americans began to
find large collections of bones in a northern Kentucky area near the Ohio River called
Big Bone Lick1, in the Hudson Valley in upstate New York, and in other locations in the
1

In Big Bone Lick: The Cradle of American Paleontology, historian Stanley Hedeen
provides a thorough account of the scientific and literary history of Big Bone Lick, KY.
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colonies (Hedeen 57). The Big Bone Lick and Hudson Valley locations had the largest
collection of bones in a centralized area 2. These areas had great collections of femurs,
molars, and tusks, and because naturalists found all the bones in one area, they assumed
that the bones belonged to one species. It was difficult for them to fathom the possibility
of two giant creatures that no human had ever seen. At the end of the eighteenth century,
naturalists realized that the bones actually belonged to two separate animals: the
mammoth and the mastodon3. The mammoth and mastodon’s bone structures are so
similar that differentiating between the two was difficult for the naturalists at first. For
the majority of the identification process, naturalists referred to the creature as one
species and called it the American incognitum. However, prior to the title incognitum and
the recognition that the incognitum was a new, unseen species, naturalists believed the
animal to be similar to the elephant based on the tusks or similar to the hippopotamus
based on the molars.
Biologically speaking, the mammoth and mastodon are actually quite different
(Figure 1). For example, there were three separate species of mammoth found at Big
Bone Lick: woolly/Siberian mammoth (Mammuthus primigenius), Columbian mammoth
(Mammuthus columbi), and Jefferson’s mammoth (Mammuthus jeffersonii)4. The woolly

2

This salt lick was filled with the fossilized remains of various animals including the elk
moose, musk-ox, tapir, giant bison, and, of course, the mastodon and mammoth. The saline
environment of Big Bone Lick better preserved the fossilized remains, which explains the
unusually large amount of bones in the lick (Hedeen 112-22).
3

For the sake of clarity, I refer to the bones as belonging to one creature, as that is how
the majority of naturalists thought of the animals.
Currently, several paleontologists argue that Jefferson’s mammoth may not be a
separate species from the Columbian mammoth. The paleontologists believe Jefferson’s
mammoth is just a later version of the Columbian. More research is needed to determine this
(Hedeen132-3).
4
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mammoth stood ten feet tall, the Columbian mammoth stood thirteen feet tall, and
Jefferson’s mammoth stood twelve feet tall. All of the mammoths had curved tusks and
flat molars, which allowed them to eat fruit, bark, leaves, and smaller twigs. The
American mastodon (Mammut Americanum) was slightly smaller than the last two
mammoths standing at ten feet tall (Hedeen 132-134). Its name comes from “don”
meaning tooth and “mast” as in “breast.” Naturalists believed the teeth had “breast-like
protuberances” on them (Hedeen 103). These bumps on their molars allowed them to eat
leaves, twigs, and branches. All of these species died out around eleven thousand years
ago, but paleontologists can date the American mastodon remains to around four million
years ago. The woolly and Columbian mammoth lived around two hundred and fifty
thousand years ago and one million years ago, respectively.

Fig. 1. Mammoth vs Mastodon. Created by Dantheman9758. The woolly mammoth is
featured on the left and the mastodon is on the right.

Another aspect of the identification process that naturalists were interested in was
how the incognitum ended up in America. Since naturalists believed the bones belonged
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to elephants and hippopotamuses, they assumed that America once had a climate similar
to Africa as these savannah animals would not have been able to survive in the North
American climate. Another naturalist posited that the elephants came from Asia: “a small
herd of ‘animals must have wandered off on dry land and through the forests to this new
continent’” (Bossu qtd in Hedeen 34). Other theories proposed that the incognitum lived
in Africa and then were killed and then displaced by the Great Deluge.
Native Americans
Myths about the creatures prove that Native Americans had been aware of the
bones prior to the European discovery. However, Native Americans displayed no interest
in identifying the species. In Notes on the State of Virginia (1787), Jefferson shared one
anecdote from the Delaware tribe:
That in ancient times a herd of these tremendous animals came to the Big-bone
licks and began an universal destruction of the bear, deer, elks, buffaloes, and
other animals, which had been created for the use of the Indians: that the Great
Man above, looking down and seeing this was so enraged that he seized his
lightning… and hurled bolts among them till the whole were slaughtered. (165)
The Shawnees told a similar story in which God had to kill the beasts to save the Native
Americans. Most stories also described the mammoths as giant bison, which is why
sometimes Native Americans referred to Big Bone Lick as Great Bison Lick (Hedeen
23).
Long Road to Discovery
Big Bone Lick and Hudson Valley are the most important excavation points for
the identification process; this review of history focuses primarily on these sites. In 1739,
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the French government sent Baron Charles de Longueuil from Montreal to New Orleans
in order to find an easier route between the two French territories and to make peace with
the nearby Native American tribes. The French party included various friendly Native
Americans who informed Longueuil about Big Bone Lick. The group took a detour to the
lick so Longueuil could claim the land that the Native Americans told him about for the
French. Longueuil collected an assortment of bones from the area—making it the first
European collection from Big Bone Lick. He returned the skeletal remains to France to
join the King Louis XV’s collection of curiosities in the Cabinet du Roi, which sparked
European interest in the large, unusual bones and encouraged European researchers to
learn more about the origin of the bones (Hedeen 31-33).
In 1762, zoologist Louis Jean-Marie Daubenton examined France’s collection of
bones and made the first attempt at identifying the bones. He claimed that some bones
belonged to the elephant while other bones belonged to the hippopotamus (Hedeen 35).
Naturalist Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon also surmised that the fossils came
from two species after examining the same collection; however, he claimed the species as
hippopotamus and “elephant-like mammoth5.” Buffon felt that the recently discovered
Siberian mammoth and the Ohio animal were a related species, but this association
created more debates as to how the two species could be related yet so far apart in origin
(Hedeen 38).
In addition to providing his thoughts on the origin of the bones, Buffon
contributed the theory of American degeneracy to the mammoth identification process. In

5

Buffon uses the term mammoth because of his familiarization with the Siberian
mammoth, which was discovered at the beginning of the eighteenth century. The OED cites the
first use of the word mammoth referring to the Siberian mammoth in 1698. It is believed to be
derived from the word “behemoth”. ("mammoth, n. and adj.")
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1761, he published his ninth volume of Historie naturelle focusing on the larger
carnivorous mammals. In this volume, he compared the sizes of animals found in the
New World and the Old World. He found that animals are far larger in the Old World,
and even animals that had come from the Old World had diminished in size while living
in America. He used this observation to argue that organisms of the New World were
inferior to those of the Old World. He took his theory a step further and claimed that
Native Americans were also inferior because of their lack of facial hair and, seemingly,
their lack of desire for women. Even though he was consistent with his theory of
American degeneracy, in this same volume, Buffon actually mentioned the bones of the
mammoth in America, and even referred to its grand size, but the mammoth was not
enough for him to contradict his theory of inferiority. Instead, Buffon used the extinction
of the mammoth as more support for the theory stating that the mammoth became extinct
because of the unsuitable living environment (Semonin 125-126).
Peter Collinson, one of the authors whose paleontological writings are examined
later in the thesis, gave two presentations to the Royal Society in 1767 regarding the
identification of these bones: “An Account of Some Very Large Fossil Teeth Found in
North America” and “Sequel to the Foregoing Account of the Large Fossil Teeth.” His
friend, George Croghan, introduced him to the bones that Croghan had unearthed at Big
Bone Lick. Collinson examined the bones and deduced they belonged to elephants. As he
explained, “By their great teeth, or tusks, of fine ivory, some near seven feet long; every
one that views them, I believe, will not hesitate to conclude they belong to elephants”
(465). He believed that the molars, however, belonged to an animal not yet known.
Collinson also explained that since the cold American climate was not appropriate for
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elephants, the remains must have landed in Big Bone Lick after the Great Deluge, which
also was what caused the elephant’s demise. As for the unknown animal to which the
molars belonged, Collinson believed it still existed somewhere on the earth (Collinson
464-7). In Collinson’s second presentation to the Royal Society a couple of weeks later,
he supported his previous claim that the tusks belonged to an elephant, but gave no
further ideas as to what creature possessed the mysterious molars. He did add a third
theory that the tusks and molars belonged to one unknown animal. In this second
presentation, he did not expand further on the death and location theories, but he did
claim that the unknown animal was most likely herbivorous, feasting on large branches, a
notion that ultimately turned out to be correct (Collinson 468-9).
The next year, Dr. William Hunter, physician to the Queen of England, examined
the bones and made conflicting identifications from those of Collinson. Hunter looked at
multiple collections of Big Bone Lick bones from Lord Shelbourne, Benjamin Franklin,
and others, for his presentation “Observations on the Bones Commonly Supposed to Be
Elephant Bones, Which Have Been Found near the River Ohio in America.” Hunter
claimed that the molars belonged to a carnivorous elephant-like species. Since Americans
found the tusks with the molars at multiple locations, Hunter posited that the tusks and
molars belonged to the same creature, which he called the “animal incognitum,” the Latin
word for “unknown.” He believed this animal incognitum was the same animal found in
Siberia, mythically referred to as the mammoth (Hedeen 50). When referring to the
species of the Big Bone Lick, he called the animal the American incognitum. At the end
of his thorough presentation, Hunter claimed that these incognita were extinct, and given
the fact that they were carnivorous beasts, we should be pleased (Hunter 34-45).
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Thirty years had passed since the first collection of the bones and yet more
questions had risen than been answered. Europeans experts could not come to any
agreement as to whether the bones belonged to one animal or two, whether the animal or
animals still existed, how these bones arrived at their locations, why the bones were so
large, and whether this animal or animals were carnivorous or herbivorous. However, it
was around this time that interest in the identification of the bones rose dramatically.
Americans became increasingly interested in identifying the bones discovered on their
own soil for the sake of defining the natural history of their land for themselves.
Americans Take over the Identification Process
In 1780, workers discovered bones on Reverend Robert Annan’s New York farm
near the Hudson River. A ditch digger found four molars and other bones on the first dig
and Annan returned later to collect more remains. The descriptions of the molars and
their odd protuberances and ribbing were similar to those of Big Bone Lick. Possibly
influenced by his religious position as a Reverend, Annan believed that the destruction of
the great flood of Noah’s Ark left the incognitum’s remains in America (Hedeen 56-7).
Annan’s anecdote is most interesting for its association with George Washington. In the
midst of the Revolutionary War, Washington heard about the bones on Annan’s farm.
Washington owned a molar from the Ohio River area and was interested in the mystery
of the bones. At the farm, Washington confirmed that the bones belonged to the
American incognitum (Hedeen 57).
Annan wrote an account of the bones discovered on his property in 1780 titled
“Account of a Skeleton of a Large Animal, Found near Hudson’s River.” While Annan
wrote the account in 1785, Memoirs of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences did
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not publish it until 1793. In the narrative, Annan recalled the fragility of the bones,
explaining that they would break as easily as clay. He explained that the trench diggers
had no interest in the bones; they just threw them aside at first. Annan noted the
protuberances on the molars that made them so unique. He concluded with confusion by
asking, “What could this animal be?” (162). Annan agreed with others that protuberances
found on the molars meant the animal was carnivorous. Despite his clerical status, he was
comfortable with stating that this species was extinct, a newer concept that interfered
with some religious beliefs in a perfect God (Annan 160-4). This notion is examined
more closely in the third chapter.
Some naturalists’ religious beliefs hindered their abilities to make scientific
claims. For example, Reverend Edward Taylor, a poet from the early eighteenth century,
took an interest in the Hudson Valley bones rumored to belong to a Biblical giant. Taylor
was so passionate about the bones that he wrote an unfinished epic poem about the beast
he believed belonged to the bones. His grandson, Ezra Stiles found the poem among his
things and continued his grandfather’s research on the bones. After Stiles became
president of Yale, he hosted a visit from the US ambassador to France, Thomas Jefferson.
It was at this meeting in 1784 that Stiles introduced Jefferson to the mysterious bones. In
a letter to Stiles, Jefferson explained that he was aware of Buffon’s research on the
species, but disagreed that the bones belonged to an elephant. He then asked for Stiles’
thoughts on the species. Stiles explained, “But I will hazard my Reputation with you, Sir,
and give it as my opinion that the huge fossil Bones, Teeth, and parts of Skeletons dug up
in Siberia, in Germany, France, and other parts of Europe, and finally those on the Ohio
and elsewhere in America, appertain, not to Quadrupeds, not to Sea-Animals, but to
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Bipeds of huge and immense Stature” (Hedeen 61, original emphasis). Stiles maintained
his grandfather’s belief that the molars belonged to a giant. Jefferson eventually
convinced Stiles that the bones belonged to a carnivorous elephant species.
Jefferson’s interest in the bones did not end there. Notes from the State of
Virginia, published for the American public in 1787, mentions Big Bone Lick, as it was
included in Virginia territory at the time. In Notes, Jefferson claimed that the bones
belonged to a carnivorous mammoth that still existed in the uncharted territories of the
west and north. While others believed that the molars might have belonged to a
hippopotamus and the tusks to an elephant, Jefferson remarked that naturalists had not
found hippopotamus skeletons and elephant teeth, so it was more likely that the tusks and
molars belonged to the same animal (Hedeen 62-64). Jefferson became passionate about
retrieving more bones and properly identifying them. In the 1780s, Jefferson asked
General George Rogers Clark to retrieve bones for him from Big Bone Lick. However,
for the next few years Clark was unable to retrieve the bones because of Native American
threats in the area (Hedeen 65-68).
Although General Clark was unable to go west, General Samuel H. Parsons did
go out west to see the bones and surrounding areas. Parsons published the memoir of his
travels west in “Discoveries Made in the Western Country, by General Parsons”. Similar
to Annan’s account, Parsons wrote his memoir in 1786, but the Memoirs of the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences did not publish it until 1793. In this memoir, Parsons
described the natural state of some parts of the western country he explored. Through his
travels, he came through Big Bone Lick and offered his opinions about the identification
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of the species and its status in America. Though he was unable to identify the animal, he
did state that he believed that the animal was carnivorous and extinct (Parsons 119-27).
The theme of going west in search of knowledge about the American lands was
prominent during the era. Swedish Lutheran minister Nicholas Collin’s “Those Inquiries
in Natural Philosophy, Which at Present Are Most Beneficial to the United States of
North America,” a 1789 presentation to the American Philosophical Society, focused on
the current issues and topics of natural philosophy, exploration, and improving the new
nation. Collin claimed that addressing these issues would be best for the development of
the new nation. In the text, Collin requested that Americans come together to find a
complete skeleton of the mammoth, the term he gave the animal, so the creature could be
properly identified (Collin iii-xxvii).
Frenchman Georges Cuvier did not wait for a complete skeleton. After an
exchange of bones between Peale’s American Museum and France’s Muséum National
d’Histoire Naturelle, Cuvier was able to examine enough bones to publish a paper on his
interpretation of the bones. In the 1796 article “Memoir on the Species of Elephants, Both
Living and Fossil”, Cuvier posited that the bones found in Big Bone Lick did belong to
two separate species, but neither of which was elephant or Siberian mammoth (Hedeen
77-78).
Expanding on Cuvier’s research, George Turner presented his findings on the
bones to the American Philosophical Society in 1797 in “Memoir on the Extraneous
Fossils, Denominated Mammoth Bones: Principally Designed to Shew, That They Are
the Remains of More than One Species of Non-Descript Animal”. Turner became
familiar with the bones in the Ohio Valley when he was a Federal Judge living in the area
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(Hedeen 79). Turner’s research finally solved the mystery, and convinced all parties, as to
whether the large bones belonged to one or two animals. Turner argued that the Lick
contained a second smaller animal that was most likely herbivorous, and definitely was
extinct. He identified two different sized tusks and proposed that this meant two different
sized incognita. The identification of two specimens also explained the two types of
molars found: a flatter molar for an herbivorous animal and a pointier, sharper molar for a
carnivorous animal (Turner 510-8).
As the century ended, naturalists and others felt that the only way to be confident
with the identification was to recover a complete specimen. George Turner, anatomist
and physician Dr. Charles Wistar, Charles Wilson Peale, and Thomas Jefferson asked
Americans to make recovering the bones a top priority. Though these men suspected that
the first complete skeleton would be unearthed near Big Bone Lick, as that was where
naturalists had recovered the majority of the bones, they did not find the complete
skeleton there. Coincidentally, at this same time in 1799 workers happened to uncover
the first nearly complete skeleton of the mammoth near Reverend Annan’s farm in
upstate New York while Annan was doing more digging on his property. Workers and
naturalists had discovered several bones in the Hudson Valley area before, but this was
the first time anyone had found a nearly complete skeleton after almost sixty years of
searching. The eager Jefferson attempted to purchase the skeleton from Annan, but failed.
Luckily, Peale succeeded in 1801 for the price of two hundred dollars, a gun, and
clothing for the Annan family (Hedeen 83-85).
With all the bones from Annan’s farm and the other areas, Charles Wilson Peale’s
son, Rembrandt Peale, was able to assemble two complete skeletons. For the remaining
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missing pieces, Peale used carved wooden replicas and papier-mâché models. Hedeen
explains: “On both skeletons, the top of the skull and the end of the tail were missing,
since those parts had not been found at any of the three collecting sites. Neither toenails
nor claws had been uncovered either” (85). The skeletons stood eleven feet tall and
fifteen feet wide. By 1802, people could find a complete American incognitum in Peale’s
museum in Philadelphia and in an English museum as well (Hedeen 84-85).
Jefferson wrote the most about the incognitum in Notes on the State of Virginia,
but he also briefly mentions them in “A Memoir on the Discovery of Certain Bones of the
Quadruped of the Clawed Kind in the Western Parts of Virginia” published in the
Transactions of the American Philosophical Society in 1799. The main purpose of this
writing for Jefferson was to identify a second creature, which he called the Megalonyx, or
great-claw (Fig. 2). Since he had found the large claw, Jefferson argued that the
Megalonyx was a giant lion, but the complete skeleton revealed it was a ten-foot tall giant
sloth. Though not particularly referring to mammoths, this work is also important as it
presents Jefferson’s opinions on how it is impossible for animals to become extinct.
Out of all the naturalists, Jefferson refused to believe in extinction the longest. He
believed that the incognitum, Megalonyx, and other animals still lived in the uncharted
west. He longed for an opportunity to find the animals and prove he was right. In 1801,
he became president and had the authority to secure government funding for such an
expedition. Jefferson asked William Clark, General George Roger Clark’s younger
brother, and Meriwether Lewis to travel west to find the source of the Missouri River.
However, in a letter to French naturalist Bernard Lacépède, Jefferson confessed his
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ulterior motives were to have Lewis and Clark attempt to locate the missing mammoth
and Megalonyx (Hedeen 88).

Fig 2. Megalonyx Jeffersonii at the Natural History Museum of Utah. Photographed by
Daderot.

The search for the American incognitum’s identity ended in 1806 when Georges
Cuvier officially named the creatures of Big Bone Lick as the mammoth and mastodon in
a paper, but his research did not stop there. Cuvier became the expert on the mammoth
and mastodon in the era. In further research on the creatures, he identified that both of the
animals were herbivorous (Semonin 356).
Conclusion
From the excavation in 1739 to correct identification in 1806, the American
incognitum took over sixty years to come to its correct status as mammoth and mastodon.
Naturalists had classified the incognitum as a Biblical giant, an elephant, a hippopotamus,
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and a carnivorous beast. Through the years, the status surrounding the incognitum
produced multiple writings from numerous countries.
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CHAPTER 3: THE AMERICAN INCOGNITUM AND SCIENCE
The ideas that these men put forth in the paleontological writings were
revolutionary for many reasons. First, the writings are revolutionary for the scientific
theories they introduced. The field of paleontology had not fully been developed. There
were no excavation protocols or proper tools for handling the remains. These naturalists
were identifying unknown remains within an unknown system. Likewise, the ideas they
were proclaiming were contradictory to some religious beliefs or previous understandings
of the world. For this reason, special attention should be given to how authors delivered
their arguments. Each author had the task of convincing their audience of their beliefs
regarding the bones, and because the ideas were so unfamiliar, the authors needed to
consider every aspect of the wording of their argument in order to convince their
audience. This chapter explains how the naturalists persuaded their audiences with their
groundbreaking theories. First, the theories that the naturalists present is provided. The
next section focuses on the evidence the naturalists used to support their claims. Finally,
this chapter ends with an analysis of the persuasive strategies they used in supporting
their arguments, reinforcing their arguments, and countering other arguments.
This chapter uses a generative rhetorical analysis to examine the persuasive
techniques of the paleontological writings. The generative rhetorical analysis consists of a
researcher creating his or her own unit of analysis rather than using traditional rhetorical
analysis methods that may not be appropriate for the artifact examined. The unit of
analysis for this generative rhetorical analysis is derived from a research question (Foss
483-5). Specifically, “How did the naturalists persuade their audiences of their radical
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theories?” By examining the persuasive strategies present in the writings, the following
analysis determines the most common rhetorical techniques of the naturalists.
The Theories1
Over the course of the sixty-year identification process, the naturalists proposed
several theories regarding the incognitum. Throughout all of the eight writings of Peter
Collinson, who gave two presentations, William Hunter, Robert Annan, Samuel Parsons,
Nicholas Collin, Thomas Jefferson, and George Turner, five main areas of concern
consistently emerged. These naturalists were interested in the specific species of the
incognitum, how the bones arrived at their locations, how the incognitum met its demise,
whether or not the incognitum still existed, and its eating habits.
The most discussed topic among the naturalists was determining the species of the
incognitum. Its large bones influenced some naturalists, such as Collinson and Annan, to
claim that the bones belonged to another large creature such as the elephant. In both of
Collinson’s presentations, he claims that the bones found at Big Bone Lick belonged to
two separate species: an Asian/African elephant and an unknown elephant species. Annan
also believed that the incognitum was most likely an elephant. Hunter, who coined the
name American incognitum, believed that the bones of Big Bone Lick were of one
species that had not been seen before. Hunter also believed that the incognitum of Big
Bone Lick was similar to the creature found in Siberia now known as the woolly
mammoth, which he referred to as the animal incognitum. Turner returned to the belief
that the bones of Big Bone Lick belonged to two species: an incognitum and mammoth.

For a more visual representation of the seven naturalists’ various theories see Table 1 in
Appendix A.
1
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For those who believed that the incognitum was related to an elephant, naturalists
became concerned about how an animal known to thrive on the savannah could survive
the American climate. Hunter and Jefferson believed at the climate of the earth had
drastically changed. They believed that the world used to be much warmer and places
like America and Russia, to also explain how the incognitum arrived in Siberia, had a
climate similar to Africa. Collinson thought the incognitum came to its current location
because of the Great Deluge.
Both Annan and Collinson attributed the incognitum’s death to the Great Deluge,
which is a great flood believed to have happened in history because of stories like Noah’s
Ark. Collinson believed that the Great Deluge had killed the incognitum in a different
environment and brought it to its resting place of Big Bone Lick. Annan was not
concerned with how the incognitum arrived on his property, but he believed that the
deluge was the cause of its demise. Turner claimed the demise of the incognitum was the
fault of humans. He thought that too much hunting led to its extinction.
Extinction was a difficult topic for the naturalists to accept. Around the time that
these naturalists were writing, extinction was a new topic. Collinson and Jefferson, who
wrote thirty years apart, were not comfortable with claiming that the incognitum was
extinct. Collin specifies in his writing that he is not sure about the existence of the
creature. Hunter, Annan, Parsons, and Turner believed that the incognitum was extinct,
and for Hunter that meant Americans did not have fear that the large carnivorous
creatures roamed the earth.
The incognitum, which has since been identified as the two species mammoth and
the mastodon, are both herbivores, and Collinson made this claim in 1767. The next year,
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Hunter posited that the creature was a carnivore and the theory continued until
Frenchman George Cuvier’s research at the beginning of the eighteenth century. The
naturalists believed that the similarities between the human molar and the incognitum’s
molar (Fig. 3) meant that the two had similar eating habits. However, Cuvier’s research
revealed that the incognitum’s molars, which ended up belonging to the mammoth as
mastodons have been found to have different jaw lines, were used for breaking up
branches, and thus the need of larger protuberances.

Fig. 3. This drawing of the molar was included in Collinson’s second presentation:
“Sequel to the Foregoing Account of the Large Fossil Teeth.”

Evidence
Over the course of these forty years, the naturalists proposed several different
theories regarding the incognitum and the evidence used to support their claims varied
greatly. Some authors had access to the bones directly and were able to compare them to
other animal bones, which can be considered primary evidence. Others relied on
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drawings of the bones, which can be considered secondary evidence, as they did not have
direct contact with the artifact they were discussing. Those who used secondary evidence
had to be sure that those who drew the bones were accurate in their depictions. In most
cases, however, the drawings the naturalists examined were of other animals, such as
elephants or hippopotamuses, used for comparing with the incognitum. Most of the
naturalists had access to the incognitum’s bones. A third example of evidence used is
anecdotes. Several of the theorists posited their theories based on the word of others.
Primary
In both of their presentations, Collinson and Hunter explain that they arrived at
their conclusions by comparing the incognitum bones to other animal bones. Hunter
examined elephant “teeth”2 in the Tower of London brought from America. Hunter was
very thorough about his identification process. He “examined all the fossil teeth…in the
Museum of this Society. Then, with Dr. Knight first, and a second time with Dr.
Solander, I examined all the fossil teeth, and all the jaw-bones, and teeth of elephants and
hippopotami, and other large animals, in the British Museum; and some likewise in
private collections” (40). Collinson and Hunter were the only two who compared the
incognitum bones to other animal bones, and this is probably because they were British
authors who had access to comparable animal bones in their various museums.
Secondary
As they did not have access to various animal remains for comparison, Thomas
Jefferson and George Turner relied on drawings of animal bones for their identification
process. In Jefferson’s identification of the Megalonyx, or giant sloth, he compared bones
In the earlier works, the use of “teeth” refers to tusk, but is also known to mean molar. It
is unclear to which he is specifically referring.
2
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directly to Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon’s renderings. Turner reexamined the
drawings and concluded they were wrong. Hunter also used animal drawings to discredit
the work of Louis Jean-Marie Daubenton, which is examined more later on.
Anecdotes and Opinions of Others
Robert Annan’s identification process relied on the opinions of others. He
explains that a “gentleman” told him the bones belonged to an elephant, but then Dr.
Christian Friedrich Michaelis said the bones were too large to be an elephant. While a
“gentleman” is vague, Dr. Michaelis is a German expert on the bones, though Annan
does not explain this as he probably assumed it was common knowledge (Bell). While
Dr. Michaelis was a more credible source to derive theories from, Jefferson used
anecdotes to support his claims. In his presentation, Jefferson told the story of
adventurers who went to settle west and “were alarmed at their camp by the terrible
roarings of some animal unknown to them” (253). He also told a story of “a person of the
name of Draper” who came across “a wild beast” while hunting. Jefferson used these
stories to support his claim that the Megalonyx and the incognitum still existed.
Rhetorical Strategies
Through an examination of all eight paleontological writings, a few rhetorical
strategies and persuasive techniques are used among the majority of them. The use of a
confident tone is apparent in a few of the writers, which helps convince the reader in the
accuracy of the claim. In addition, none of the naturalists consider their research done as
a few of them use a call to action in their works. Lastly, the majority of the authors refer
to authorities in the field to add credibility to their claims.
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Tone
A way to properly persuade the audience of a scientific claim is to convey a
confident tone. If the authors give the impression that they believe their claims, the
audience is more likely to, as well. Annan, a reverend and farmer, seemed to have a lot of
confidence about identifying one bone. While describing the excavation process, he
noted, “A part of the tibia of this remained” (161). Annan brightly displayed his
confidence as he comfortably stated that the bone is a tibia even though his profession
would suggest he might not have had experience or qualifications to identify a bone as a
tibia. However, his confident tone reinforced his claim and improved his persuasive
abilities.
A hesitant tone, on the other hand, makes an author’s writing and claims appear
weak. In Turner’s presentation, he exhibited a cautious tone:
Although I do not presume to assert, that, contrary to the received opinion, neither
of these tusks belonged to the Mammoth: yet if the nature of his pursuits be
considered, taking it for granted, as I shall endeavour to shew, that he was partly
(if not wholly) carnivorous ;-that there is no place for their insertion in the lower
jaw, (the upper I have not seen) and that such tusks would appear to be
incompatible with the natural pursuits of such a creature— can we hesitate to
ascribe them to some other animal? (512)
While the excessive use of breaks in commas, em dashes, and parentheses can be
attributed to the eighteenth century writing style, the presence of a hesitant tone can still
be seen in the first clause. Turner stated that he does “presume to assert... contrary” to
popular opinion. The goal of the sentence is to convince the reader of the claim that the
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tusks would not be beneficial to a carnivorous animal; therefore, they must belong to a
separate animal. Yet he began this claim with stating his hesitations about arguing against
popular opinion. While it seemed he was trying to avoid causing conflict among his
peers, this move is ineffective as the audience is led to believe he is not confident about
his claims.
Peter Collinson’s use of tone is rather curious. He provided two separate
presentations written two weeks apart. In the first presentation “An Account of Some
Very Large Fossil Teeth, Found in North America”, he employed a confident tone. For
example, in one moment he stated, “By their great teeth, or tusks, of fine ivory, some
near seven feet long, every one that views them, I believe, will not hesitate to conclude
they belong to elephants” (465). He specifically noted that everyone was able to make
this claim without any hesitation. Clearly, he can include himself in this claim, or else he
would not be comfortable stating “everyone.” Therefore, in this sentence Collinson
emitted a confident tone with his claim. However, in his second presentation “Sequel to
the Foregoing Account of the Large Fossil Teeth” he referred to his last presentation: “In
my observations on the long teeth and grinders, at the last meeting of this society, I
forebore giving my sentiments on these remains of great animals found at the Great
Lick... As I perceived one of the long teeth, or tusks, was channelled or ribbed, near the
larger end, I was in some doubt, if peculiar to the elephant” (468). In his second
presentation, he noted that he was in fact hesitant about claiming that the tusks belonged
to elephants. Although it is impossible to gauge how his audience responded to this quick
change, it is difficult to believe in the incognitum theories that Collinson posits in his
second presentation after hearing about the false confidence of his first presentation.
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Calls for Action
Another prominent rhetorical strategy used in these texts is the call for action.
Several authors felt that their knowledge about the species was never complete, so they
asked their audience for assistance. Several times throughout Collinson’s works, he asked
the society for assistance. The questions he was unable to answer were “submitted to the
sentiments of the society” (465). He used this phrase frequently to explain that he was in
need of their opinion. Similarly, in Collin’s presentation he asked his audience to assist in
finding a complete skeleton of the mammoth. In fact, the majority of Collin’s
presentation was a request for audience assistance in increasing knowledge about
American naturalism to better the Early Republic.
William Hunter, however, used the call to action more directly. In his
presentation, he assembled a list of questions and tasks for Americans around Big Bone
Lick. Hunter explains, “The Earl of Shelburne…did me the honour to offer his assistance
in transmitting orders to America… In consequence of this generous offer, I proposed
that his lordship should send the following questions and orders to any person in
America, whom his lordship might think the best qualified for conducting such business”
(38). Hunter then listed seven questions about the area and excavation process and
requested for more bones and drawings.
Citing Authorities
Similar to basing research on known naturalists, one of the most common
rhetorical strategies used among these authors is to add credibility to their argument by
basing their research on other scholars. Referring to known scientific figures such as
Franklin, Daubenton, or Buffon was a common and effective move. These scientists were
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known, universally accepted experts in their fields and an author exhibiting his
familiarity with their work improved his credibility as a writer and thus the credibility of
his argument. However, other authors made moves in their texts that resembled citing
authority figures, but they fell short of actually doing this.
For example, Annan noted in his memoir that when George Washington visited
Annan’s farm, Washington confirmed that the bones belonged to the same animal found
on the Ohio River. While Washington was an excellent authority figure in political and
military fields, he was not a known expert in naturalism. Annan explained in his text that
Washington owned a tooth himself, so that was most likely all the knowledge
Washington held on the subject. The Washington anecdote was interesting, but did not
really help support Annan’s claims that the bones found on his property were the same as
those found in Big Bone Lick.
In Parsons’ memoir, he created the credibility of the authorities he cited. He
explained that he received information about the limestone along the Ohio River from a
Mr. Zanes. Parsons correctly assumed that the reader was unfamiliar with Mr. Zanes, so
he quickly added that Zanes was “an intelligent, sensible man, and one of the legislature
of Virginia” (121). The explanation gave Zanes credibility, so it also gave credibility to
Parsons’s argument
In Hunter’s presentation, he did not give a proper explanation like Parsons’, and
the claim that Hunter reinforced with the ethos was far more important than Parsons’
statement. Hunter was the first to suggest that the unknown animal was carnivorous
thanks to the suggestion of his brother. Hunter’s brother first helped confirm that the
tusks belonged to an elephant. Hunter explains, “I showed it to my brother, and he
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thought so too, but being particularly conversant with comparative anatomy, at the first
sight he told me that the grinder was certainly not an elephant’s” (36-37). Although he
mentioned that his brother was experienced with comparative anatomy, he did not state
who his brother was.3 It was his brother who suggested that the grinders were similar to
human and “that the animal was either carnivorous, or of a mixed kind” (37). One of
Hunter’s biggest arguments from his presentation was the carnivorous nature of the
animal, so it was a strange and ineffective move that his only reasoning for this claim
comes directly from his brother. It was ineffective that he did not mention his brother by
name. If his brother had been as much of an authority figure on comparative anatomy as
he suggested, it was unusual he would not give him credit by mentioning his name
especially when one of his major claims came directly from his brother.
Countering Arguments
While Hunter may not have had ample evidence to reinforce his carnivorous
claim, his and Turner’s, counterargument skills were much more thorough and
persuasive. In their presentations, Hunter and Turner make special points to discredit
their predecessors. Hunter disproved Louis Jean-Marie Daubenton and Turner disproved
Thomas Jefferson. Discrediting a well-known authority figure in comparative anatomy
and the current vice president needs to be done with precision and respect.
Frenchmen Louis Jean-Marie Daubenton was a known authority figure in zoology
at the Jardin du Roi. In 1762, he examined the remains that Longueuil had collected and
claimed that the bones belonged to an elephant and hippopotamus (Hedeen 35). As he
Hunter’s brother is most likely the surgeon John Hunter. This Hunter was admitted to
the Royal Society in 1767, the year before Hunter’s presentation. It is very likely that the
audience would have known who John Hunter was and he may actually have been in the audience
of the presentation. While John Hunter did dabble in comparative anatomy, he was more known
as an expert on venereal diseases, though some of his major theories were discredited years later.
3
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was one of the first naturalists to make identification, almost all the authors reference his
beliefs in one way or another.
In Hunter’s 1768 presentation, he examined Daubenton’s drawings of the
American animal’s thighbones that Daubenton used to confirm his claim that the bone
belonged to an elephant. Hunter viewed those same drawings and disagreed. He stated,
“Now, to my eye, there is nothing more evident, than that the two femora differ widely in
the shape and proportion of the head; in the length and direction of the neck; and in the
figure and direction of the great trochanter: so that they have many characters, which
prove their belonging to animals of different species” (42). Hunter’s style in discrediting
Daubenton was very direct and aggressive. Continuing with his tactful writing style,
Hunter included side-by-side drawings of the bones of an elephant and the American
incognitum. After pointing out each bone and noting that the drawings were done to scale
and by the same artist for accuracy, he noted, “Whoever will take the pains to compare
these two figures with a critical eye, will see that they differ so very much, not only in
size, but in their general character, and in the particular parts and features, that he cannot
entertain a doubt of their being the jaws of two very different animals” (43). His tone
here directed at Daubenton is almost chiding. Several other naturalists relied on
Daubenton as an authority figure in zoology and based their theories off his work. So, not
only was Hunter’s discrediting of Daubenton in general brazen or reckless, the manner in
which he did so is tasteless and impolite. Hunter argues that anyone who looks at the
pictures of these bones would be able to determine they belonged to different creatures.
The way he worded the sentence by stating anyone with a “critical eye” targeted
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Daubenton specifically, as his critical eye could not determine the differences between
the incognitum and the elephant.
Turner’s discrediting of Jefferson was surprising considering Jefferson was the
Vice-President of the country and President of the American Philosophical Society at the
time of the publication. Turner may have faced difficulties discrediting the second in
command, but the way he disproved Jefferson’s claims was polite and considerate. Early
in his presentation, he felt compelled to call Jefferson “ingenious” when noting he was
the author of Notes on the State of Virginia. He paid Jefferson a compliment. On the next
page, he included a footnote, which stated: “It is with reluctance, that I feel myself
constrained to offer here an opinion so contrary to that which has been held by two such
able writers as Mr. Jefferson and Mr. Pennant” (512). Turner politely prefaced that he
was about to offer a claim that differed from Jefferson. Directly before Turner calls out
Jefferson on his inadequate claims, he called him a “worthy president,” which was
interesting in that Jefferson also used the phrase “worthy president” at the beginning of
his presentation addressing Washington.
Turner set up his disapproval of Jefferson’s claims quite politely. Turner states:
“The benevolent persuasion, that no link in the chain of creation will ever be suffered to
perish, has induced certain authors of distinguished merit, to provide a residence for our
mammoth in the remote regions of the north” (516). Now, if it was unclear that Turner
directed this comment towards Jefferson, even though the apologies toward Jefferson
built towards this, Turner included a footnote in the text attached to the word “merit”
which states “Jefferson”. Turner then deconstructed Jefferson’s claims for the existence
of the mammoth. Turner explained that it was ineffective to rely on first hand sightings of
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the beasts and that Native American folklore was incredibly untrustworthy4. Most of all
Turner argued that a creature the size of the mammoth does not seem to be a forest-sized
animal, which was where Jefferson supposes they reside.
Conclusion
The works of these eight writers were not without merit, as they did complete the
difficult task of proposing and presenting groundbreaking theories. The persuasive
techniques they used must have been successful, as several of their theories persisted for
decades, such as Hunter’s claim that the incognitum was a carnivorous beast. These
naturalists’ early theories about extinction and eating habits paved the way to what
eventually became the field of paleontology.

4

Especially since that means the Native American folklore must have survived at least
eleven thousand years.
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CHAPTER 4: THE AMERICAN INCOGNITUM AND RELIGION
One of the most prominent themes present in these paleontological writings was
the tension between religion and science. Several theories that naturalists proposed
regarding the bones were in conflict with their Christian beliefs, such as a belief in a
perfect God, but that did not stop them from proposing the theories. The earlier
naturalists, however, solved their paleontological conundrums by relying on their
religious beliefs, such as believing the bones were relocated because of the Great Deluge,
or Noah’s flood. Religion played an important role in the identification process. Some
naturalists had to set aside their beliefs to create theories, while others proposed their
theories based on their religious beliefs.
This chapter used a generative rhetorical analysis to analyze the paleontological
writings for their religious tensions. The generative rhetorical analysis consisted of a
researcher creating his or her own unit of analysis rather than using traditional rhetorical
analysis methods that may not have been appropriate for the artifact examined (Foss 4835). This chapter used the following research questions as the unit of analysis: “How do
these writings demonstrate conflicts with religion? As in, do the writings reveal that
religious beliefs (a perfect God) cause conflict with new scientific theories
(extinction/climate change)?”
This chapter has two main sections. First, an analysis of the presence of Biblical
theory in the identification process of the incognitum. This can be seen in the early
naturalists’ identification of the bones as belonging to giants similar to those in the Bible
and attributing the death of the beasts to drowning in Noah’s Flood. Then, an analysis of
the religious tensions present in the texts is provided. Some naturalists had to imagine an
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imperfect God to accept the theory of extinction. Prior to this analysis, a background on
the perfect God theory and the representation of religion in the identification story is
provided.
The end of the eighteenth century began to see the divide between science and
religion. Peter Collinson’s writings “An Account of Some Very Large Fossil Teeth
Found in North America” and “Sequel to the Foregoing Account of the Large Fossil
Teeth” in 1767 varies greatly in its presence of religion from William Hunter’s
“Observations on the Bones Commonly Supposed to Be Elephant Bones, Which Have
Been Found near the River Ohio in America” in 1768. Likewise, in Thomas Jefferson’s
“A Memoir on the Discovery of Certain Bones of the Quadruped of the Clawed Kind in
the Western Parts of Virginia” and George Turner’s “Memoir on the Extraneous Fossils,
Denominated Mammoth Bones: Principally Designed to Shew, That They Are the
Remains of More than One Species of Non-Descript Animal,” both appearing in 1797, a
great difference can be seen in their proposed theories, and religion seems to be reason
why. It is also interesting to see the extinction theories proposed by Reverend Robert
Annan and Swedish minister Dr. Nicholas Collin given their professions in the religious
fields.
A Perfect God
There are multiple points in the Bible in which God is described as perfect. Both
Psalms 18:30 and 2 Samuel 22:31 state, “As for God, his way is perfect.” Deuteronomy
32:4 reads, “He is the Rock, his works are perfect, and all his ways are just. A faithful
God who does not wrong, upright and just is he.” Jefferson and others rejected the notion
of extinction under the idea of a perfect God. As Stanley Hedeen explains, extinction
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conflicts with “the prevailing Judeo-Christian belief in a perfect, unchanging creation”
(38).Essentially, God is perfect and has created everything in perfection. An anonymous
author in a 1786 magazine article stated, “‘I believe our globe, and every part and particle
thereof, came out of the hand of its creator as perfect as he intended it should be, and will
continue in exactly the same state (as to its inhabitants at least) till its final dissolution’”
(Anon qtd in Hedeen 73-74). Identifying an animal as extinct would mean that God is at
fault for creating an animal that did not survive.
Louis Jean-Marie Daubenton, who wrote his major work on the fossils in 1762,
also rejected the idea of extinction because of the idea of the perfect God. Hedeen
explains that “…even though a fossil femur of a Siberian mammoth did not look the same
as the femur of an elephant, Daubenton’s religious views forced him to conclude that the
Siberian mammoth’s femur was merely a variant of the elephant’s normal femur”
(Hedeen 37). In 1764, Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon changed his mind to
agree with Daubenton’s belief that the animal was not extinct and was a variation of the
elephant and mammoth species (Hedeen 38) This was three years after the publication of
his ninth volume of Historie Naturelle, in which he discussed extinction (Hedeen 50).
Daubenton and Buffon still attempted to maintain their Christian views even though the
science (and common sense, as no one had ever seen an alive mammoth) may have led
them to believe in extinction.
Presence of Religion in Writing
Unlike the scientists Daubenton and Buffon, Annan and Collin were clergymen
who did not let their Christian beliefs prohibit their beliefs in extinction. Annan’s
“Account of a Skeleton of a Large Animal, Found near Hudson’s River” exposed some
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influence of his Christian background, as he considered the incognitum’s demise because
of Noah’s flood. Although Collin did not explain his beliefs about the incognitum and the
Great Deluge, he did consider the possibility of extinction. He stated that the incognitum
or, as Collin called it, “Mahmot,” “ is perhaps yet stalking through the western
wilderness, but if he is no more, let us carefully gather his remains, and even try to find a
whole skeleton of this giant, to whom the elephant was but a calf” (xxiv). Collin did not
feel comfortable stating that the incognitum was either extinct or existing, but the way
that he phrased that statement read as if he considered extinction a possibility.
Science Derived From Biblical Theory
The earliest writings about the bones, even those before the incognitum writings,
derived most of their theories from religion. Early Americans identified the bones as
belonging to giants, which they claimed existed because of the Bible. The theory that
lasted longer into the eighteenth century was the belief in the Great Deluge. As stated in
previous chapters, the Great Deluge was belief in a universal flood and in Christianity it
was referred to as Noah’s Flood. These Christian beliefs hindered the naturalists’ ability
to properly identify the incognitum as a mammoth and mastodon.
Giants
Tales of giants and monsters, such as dragons, are present in the Bible. The Book
of Job describes a dragon: “He has no equal on earth, being created without fear/ He
looks the haughtiest in the eye; of all the lordly beasts he is king” (The New Jerusalem
Bible, Job 41:25-26). The books of Deuteronomy, Genesis, Joshua, 2 Samuel, and 1
Chronicles all refer to multiple ancient species of giants that once ruled the earth. As
stated in Deuteronomy, “That too was considered a land of the Rephaites, who used to
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live there; but the Ammonites called them Zamzummites. They were a people strong and
numerous, and as tall as the Anakites. The Lord destroyed them from before the
Ammonites, who drove them out and settled in their place.” (New International Version,
Deut. 2:20-21). Rephaites, or Rephaim, is the Hebrew word for giant. The book of Amos
also further explains the many giant species. 1 Because of these Biblical explanations,
early eighteenth century Americans felt comfortable identifying the large bones as
belonging to Giants.
Cotton Mather, Poet Edward Taylor, Taylor’s grandson Ezra Stiles, President of
Yale, and many other educated Americans believed the bones belonged to a giant. Cotton
Mather analyzed the bones and deduced they were “scientific proof of the existence of
the human giants mentioned in the Bible” (Semonin 11). Edward Taylor copied a
newspaper story about the teeth found in 1705 into his diary. He then began to write an
unfinished epic poem entitled “The Giant of Claverack”. In the one hundred and ninety
verses, Taylor created a story for the giant he attributed to the bones (Taylor 54). Taylor
may have exaggerated the size of the bones though, as he states:
To be no less than sixteen fathoms round
And twelve a little higher: and till thunder
Did it behead a thousand men might under
The same find Shelter in a Shower of Rain.
Oh! Monstrous Gyant of the Timber train!” (Taylor 31-35)

1

The book of Job also mentions a Behemoth (Job 40:15), and the New Jerusalem Bible
includes a footnote that states the Behemoth was sometimes referred to as the mythical buffalo.
The Native Americans, and possibly other cultures as it was widely known as a mythical creature,
referred to the Mammoth as the Great Buffalo. Unfortunately, in the context of Job, the Behemoth
is actually referring to the Hippopotamus.
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The poem reads as a praise of the giant and its glory, but also the narrator is somewhat
fearful of the giant.
There are even Native American legends about the giants that formerly ruled the
earth. Some Native Americans characterized the giant as “a monstrous person as high as
the Tops of the Pine Trees, that would hunt Bears till they took the Trees, & then would
catch them with his Hands” ( Hedeen 58). Other lore suggested that the giant was friendly
and peaceful (59).
Great Deluge
Another biblical story that found its way into the identification narrative was that
of the Great Deluge, or in Christian terms, Noah’s flood. Multiple naturalists proposed
that the animals, or giants, met their demise during the flood associated with the Genesis
story of Noah’s ark. Hedeen explains that belief in the great deluge lasted until the early
nineteenth century (87). W. N. Edwards explains that this belief in the deluge restricted
scientific progress for the entire eighteenth century, and this can be seen in the work of
Collinson and Annan (14).
While Collinson supposed that the incognitum could have died because of the
great flood, he also suggested to the Society that the animals could have made it to
America the same way the elephants made it to Siberia—displaced by the great deluge.
He wrote, “…by the violent action of the winds and waves, at the time of the deluge,
these great floating bodies, the carcasses of the drowned elephants, were driven to the
Northward, and, at the subsiding of the waters, deposited where they are now found”
(466). For Collinson, the Great Deluge theory helped explain how elephantine creatures
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commonly found in warmer climates, could have ended up in the colder climates of Big
Bone Lick and Siberia.
Annan believed that the unknown animal found in New York was extinct, but at
the hands of Great Deluge. Annan explained, “Some gentlemen, with whom I have
conversed, have supposed that their extinction (as it is probable they are extinct) is owing
to some amazing convulsion, concussion, or catastrophe, endured by the globe. But I
know of none that could produce such an effect, except the flood” (163). Note how he
said “the” flood. The use of the “the” implies that the reader knows to which flood he was
referring, possibly the most famous flood of Genesis. He further stateed, “It is next to
incredible, that the remains of this animal could have lain there since the flood” (163).
Although it is incredible, it is still believable.
Science Conflicting with Biblical Theory
Climate Change
While both Collinson and Annan believed that the animals died because of the
great flood, only Collinson credited the flood as moving the bones to their current
location. Jefferson and Hunter postulated climate change as how the elephantine animals
moved to their current locations. Climate change may not be the best word for what
Jefferson and Hunter proposed, but given a modern understanding of the theory, the term
makes the most sense for what they describe. Essentially, they argued that the complete
climate of the earth had transformed. Hunter states:
…in former times some astonishing change must have happened to this
terraqueous globe; that the highest mountains, in most countries now known, must
have lain for ages in the bottom of the sea; and that this earth must have been so
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changed with respect to climates, that countries, which are now intensely cold,
must have been formerly inhabited by animals which are now confined to the
warm climates. (36)
This theory was originally proposed as an explanation as to how the elephants made it to
and survived in Siberia. When Americans discovered the bones, also in the cold climate,
the theory continued.
Jefferson offered a similar definition of what could be considered climate change
in his presentation to the American Philosophical Society:
…consequently that on our earth there has been a time when the temperature of
the poles suited the constitution of the elephant, the rhinoceros, and the
hippopotamus: and in proportion as the remoter zones become successively too
cold, these animals have retired more and more towards the Equatorial regions,
till now that they are reduced to the torrid zones as the ultimate stage of their
existence. (257)
Jefferson explained that his theory derived from the work of Georges-Louis Leclerc,
Comte de Buffon. Buffon however believed that the cooling of the earth caused the
extinction of the mammoth (Hedeen 38).
A belief in a perfect God as a means for opposing extinction theories makes
sense. However, Jefferson maintained this belief while proposing a climate change theory
that conflicts with the idea of a prefect God. A perfect God would not create a creature
that would go extinct. In this same sense, a perfect God would create a perfect earth not
in need of change. Alternatively, perhaps Jefferson should have understood that the world
had changed; therefore, it is possible for animals to change.
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Extinction
The discovery of the mammoths and mastodons was monumental for its
contributions to the field of paleontology, but the discovery also made significant
headway in the theories of extinction. While other naturalists dabbled with extinction
theories, Frenchmen Georges Cuvier, the naturalist who correctly identified and named
the mammoth and mastodon at the beginning of the nineteenth century, shifted his focus
to only studying extinction. After he announced that the mastodon was extinct, he
deduced that there must be other extinct species as well. By 1800, he identified twentythree extinct species. Cuvier’s 1812 paper about extinction was sent for translation and
publication at Oxford before being sent to America. During translation, Anglican clergy
modified the Cuvier’s claims to align with their beliefs. Therefore, while Cuvier wrote
that the extinction was caused by quick “revolutions on the surface of the earth”, the
priests wrote that it was caused by Noah’s flood (Kohlbert 44). Cuvier may have made
scientific progress with his extinction theories, but Oxford was still too religiously
centered to allow his theories to go against biblical tradition.
The American mastodon, mammoth, and Megatherium all became extinct in the
same “revolution,” called the megafauna extinction, which started about eleven thousand
years ago (Kohlbert 46). Elizabeth Kohlbert explains in The Sixth Extinction: An
Unnatural History, “This wave coincided with the spread of modern humans and,
increasingly, is understood to have been a result of it. In this sense, the crisis Cuvier
discerned just beyond the edge of recorded history was us” (46). In Turner’s writing, after
stating it was likely that both species he identified were extinct, he added that the
extinction may have been because of humans (515). Kohlbert’s explanation about
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Cuvier’s extinction theories proves that Turner was correct in his theory regarding the
animal’s demise.
Collinson’s publications are full of religious influences. Although he did not say
specifically that the animals were still alive, his use of present tense when discussing
them implies it. For example, he stated of the tusks: “By their great teeth, or tusks, of fine
ivory, some near seven feet long, every one that views them, I believe, will not hesitate to
conclude they belong to elephants” (465). While he simply stated that the bones belonged
to elephants, he later explained that it would be impossible for African or Asian elephants
to travel and prosper in America. Obviously, elephants existed during the 1760s, but
Collinson’s work reads with hesitation in the last few paragraphs as he attempted to work
through his theory. He claimed that the tusks were from regular elephants, but then does
not give solidified reasoning on how this could be. In addition, two weeks later Collinson
scraped this theory.
In his second presentation to the Society, Collinson reaffirmed his claim that the
tusks “belong” to an elephant, but the molars “belong to another species of elephant, not
yet known” (468), or the tusks and molars are “the remains of some vast animal that hath
the long teeth, or tusks, of the elephant, with large grinders peculiar to that species, being
different in size and shape from any other animal yet known” (468). If the use of present
tense alone does not confirm Collinson’s beliefs in the existence of the animal, then the
straight confirmation a few sentences later should. He states, “this great creature to which
these teeth belong wherever it exists” (469). When considering these naturalists’ theories
of extinction it is important to consider that they may have not been exposed to the theory
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of extinction before. For them, considering the animals alive might just be the norm.
However, William Hunter’s presentation contradicts this claim.
Hunter published his piece the year after Collinson, so if Hunter knew about
extinction theories, it is possible Collinson knew about them as well. Especially since
both Hunter and Collinson belonged to the Royal Society, and they both could have
witnessed lectures on extinction or discussed it with their academically inclined peers.
The section in which Hunter writes about extinction is the most scandalous of his entire
presentation. After a thorough and levelheaded presentation in which he provided vast
amounts of evidence for his claims, he concluded his presentation with this sentence:
In the last place, it may be observed, that as the incognitum of America has been
proved to have been an animal different from the Elephant, and probably the same
as the Mammouth of Siberia; and as grinder teeth like those of America have been
dug up in various other parts of the world; it should seem to follow that the
incognitum in former times has been a very general inhabitant of the globe. And if
this animal was indeed carnivorous, which I believe cannot be doubted, though
we may as philosophers regret it, as men we cannot but thank Heaven that its
whole generation is probably extinct. (45)
Essentially, he added the one of the most controversial moments of his paper at the very
end of his presentation. First, he stated that that the mammoth is a carnivore that would
likely have killed everyone. Secondly, he proposed that the animal might be extinct and
was the first to do so of the British and American naturalists. This claim was different
from Hunter’s others as he does not attempt to support the claim in anyway. He could
have ended with the extinction claim for a dramatic, rhetorical effect, or he could have
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done so because of the controversy surrounding extinction theories. He may have feared
the reactions from his peers. He clouded this extinction theory with emotion by telling the
reader that they should be thankful for their lives that this dangerous creature is most
likely extinct.
In the Memoir of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences publications, both
Annan and Parsons suggested that the animal was extinct. Parsons’ use of the past tense
implied extinction, as he stated, “the animal was a carnivorous one” (123). Annan first
proposed extinction, but then added “May there not be some of the kind yet surviving, in
some interiour parts of the continent? Comparatively little of it has been explored” (163).
Benjamin Franklin had also added to this theory. Wendt explains that around 1741 when
Franklin was reviewing some remains, he added “in his notes that the ‘Ohio mammoths’
need not necessarily be extinct, the rumor circulated that there were still American
elephants in unexplored regions of the New World” (256). Annan was not alone in his
idea that the lost animals may just be in the undiscovered parts of the country, and
Jefferson bet his entire reputation on it.
Although Jefferson used the past tense, which would imply that the animals he
referred to are no longer living, Jefferson was a known opponent of extinction theories. In
Notes on the State of Virginia, Jefferson explained, “Such is the economy of nature, that
no instance can be produced of her having permitted any one race of her animals to
become extinct” (176). He believed that a perfect God would not create animals that
would go extinct.
For this reason, Jefferson spends the majority of his presentation proved how the
Megalonyx could continue to exist. First, he used Africa as an example, claiming that the
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large predatorial animals of the savannah do not spend their time in the inhabited parts of
the country, so therefore the Megalonyx and Mammoth would not spend their time on the
East coast near civilization. This was why humans have not seen them. His second
example referred to first-hand accounts of sightings of the Megalonyx from the sixteenth
century to the present day. Lastly, he claimed that the reason no one has seen the
Megalonyx before was because it was “probable that the great-claw has at all times been
the rarest of animals” (256). Jefferson’s extensive reasoning, spanning six pages, proved
his devotion to establish that this animal still existed in the uncharted west. Interestingly
though, he chose to argue for the existence of the creature, rather than the deconstructing
the extinction theory.
Jefferson maintained his disbelief in extinction for a few more decades. It was not
until 1823 in a letter to John Adams that Jefferson explained how he has changed his
position on extinction. He states, “It is impossible, I say, for the human mind not to
believe that there is, in all this, design and cause effect, up to an ultimate cause, a
fabricator of all things from matter and motion, their preserver and regulator while
permitted to exist in their present forms, and their regenerator into new and other forms”
(Qtd. in Hedeen 103).
Conclusion
Identifying the bones forced naturalists to consider this developing scientific field
alongside their religious views, which at some points caused difficulty. While some
naturalists found ease in attributing the bones to giants or claiming that another species
met its demise because of Noah’s flood, others writing about extinction theories had to
consider an imperfect God. However, considering extinction with an imperfect God may
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have been more comforting than considering the alternative: carnivorous beasts roaming
wild in the great unknown.
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CHAPTER 5: THE AMERICAN INCOGNITUM AND AMERICA
In American Monster: How The Nation’s First Prehistoric Creature Became a
Symbol of National Identity, Paul Semonin claims that “the founding fathers combined
patriotism and prehistoric nature to create an American monster—a symbol of
overwhelming power in a psychologically insecure society” (392). Semonin argues that
the passion to identify the incognitum united Americans, and that the American
patriotism of the identification story can be found in the characterization of the
incognitum. However, other aspects of the American spirit can be found in the
identification story and their corresponding paleontological writings. The early American
paleontological works do illustrate, as Semonin claims, the characterization of the
incognitum as a national symbol, but the works also display elements of American
supremacy over Europe and nationalist and republican rhetoric.
Similar to the others, this chapter uses a generative rhetorical analysis to identify
the American spirit found in the identification story. The generative rhetorical analysis
consists of a researcher creating his or her own unit of analysis rather than using
traditional rhetorical analysis methods that may not be appropriate for the artifact
examined (Foss 483-5). As there is no traditional rhetorical analysis that searches for the
“Americanism” of a text, this chapter uses research questions to guide the analysis. These
questions include: “Can Semonin’s claim be seen in the paleontological writings?” “Do
these writings express a sense of nationalist or republican rhetoric?” “What do these
writings reveal about America as a whole?” While this chapter will seek to confirm
Semonin’s claim, it is also looks at the grand features of American identity in early
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American science. More is at play in the paleontological writings and the identification
story than just theories regarding the incognitum.
Buffon’s Theory of American Degeneracy
Semonin’s claim relies heavily on Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon’s
Theory of American Degeneracy. French naturalist Buffon discussed his theories about
the incognitum in The Epochs of Nature as well as Historie Naturelle (Hedeen 49). It was
in the ninth volume of Historie Naturelle, written in 1761, that Buffon stated his theory
of American degeneracy, which stated that “animal species degenerated in the New
World because its soils and climates were inferior to those of the Old World” (Hedeen
64). Buffon had four reasons to support this claim of inferiority: “(1) there were fewer
species in the New World, (2) the species unique to the New World were smaller on
average, (3) the domesticated species brought to the New World degenerated in size, and
(4) the species common to both the Old and New Worlds (including humans) were
smaller in the New World” (Hedeen 64). Buffon’s passion to state the inferiority of
America fueled the fire of the American public.
Semonin’s Theory
The combination of the desire to have greater animals than Europe, derived from
Buffon’s theory, along with the characterization of the animal as a carnivorous beast is
Semonin’s reasoning for the creation of the mammoth as a symbol of national identity.
Semonin states, “During the war for Independence, patriotism and prehistoric nature
became intertwined as the American incognitum acquired new symbolic meaning in the
national consciousness of the emerging republic” (186). The timing of the identification
story coincides with the birth of the nation, and one of the new projects for Americans
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was correctly identifying the American incognitum for themselves to work toward
creating an American identity.
Jefferson’s Defense
Understandably, Buffon’s theory angered many Americans. By discrediting
Buffon, Americans were able to reclaim their status as a viable nation with lots of
prospects. It also allowed Americans to consider themselves equal to, if not greater than,
Europe. Although several naturalists referenced Buffon’s theory, Jefferson was the one
who takes Buffon’s thoughts most personally and discredited him in both Notes on the
State of Virginia and his American Philosophical Society presentation.
In Jefferson’s American Philosophical Society presentation, he took a moment to
discredit Buffon’s theory of American degeneracy, but Jefferson was not as hostile
towards the Europeans as he could have been. Given the potentially offensive theory that
Buffon provided, it would have been easy for Jefferson to defend America more
aggressively. In Notes on the State of Virginia, Jefferson did become defensive in regards
to Buffon’s theory. After he explained Buffon’s theory that America was inferior to
Europe, he discredited Buffon by stating:
As if both sides were not warmed by the same genial sun; as if a soil of the same
chemical composition, was less capable of elaboration into animal nutriment; as if
the fruits and grains from that soil and sun, yielded a less rich chyle, gave less
extension to the solids and fluids of the body, or produced sooner in the cartilages,
membranes, and fibres, that rigidity which restrains all further extension, and
terminates animal growth. (169)
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In Notes, Jefferson was quick to provide a reason as to why Buffon’s theory of American
degeneracy was wrong, and after this quotation, he continued to provide proof to
discredit Buffon for several more pages. His tone in Notes differs greatly from his
presentation to the American Philosophical Society. In his presentation he passed over
Buffon’s theory quickly stating “Are we then from all this to draw a conclusion, the
reverse of that of M. de Buffon. That nature, has formed the larger animals of America,
like its lakes, its rivers, and mountains, on a greater and prouder scale than in the other
hemisphere? Not at all, we are to conclude that she has formed some things large and
some things small” (258). His passion against Buffon was more prominent in Notes.
However, Jefferson wrote Notes ten years before the American Philosophical Society
publication, so he also may have felt that he had already properly defended America.
Buffon’s theory sparked something in Jefferson and other Americans offended by
his claim. Hedeen explains that several Americans embraced Jefferson’s refutation of
Buffon in Notes. Through this refutation, Jefferson helped turn the mammoth into a
national symbol for the potential of America’s future (Hedeen 65).
Carnivorous Beast
Fueled with an aggression from war and a fixation on violence, Americans
categorized the incognitum as a carnivorous beast, the American monster. All of the
American naturalists believed the incognitum was carnivorous1, which supports
Semonin’s claim. However, William Hunter in 1768 was the first to categorize the animal
as carnivorous on the suggestion of his brother. Most naturalists assumed that the animal
was a meat-eater based on the ridges on the molars, which is similar to the structure of
1

George Turner believed there were two animals found at Big Bone Lick, one of which
was a carnivore.
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the human molar. However, other naturalists also believed that the mammoth was a
carnivore based on the other non-mammoth broken bones found at Big Bone Lick.
Edward Taylor and Turner believed that the broken bones found with the animal meant
that the mammoth had killed those smaller animals and ate them, and that the bones were
the masticated remains.
Semonin explains that John Filson took Hunter’s characterization of the
mammoth as carnivore and amplified it. In The Discovery, Settlement and Present State
of Kentucke Filson categorized the incognitum as a monster:
Happy we that it has. How formidable an enemy to the human species, an animal
as large as the elephant, the tyrant of the forests, perhaps the devourer of man!
Nations, such as the Indians, must have been in perpetual alarm. The animosities
among the various tribes must have been suspended till the common enemy, who
threatened the very existence of all, should be extirpated. To this circumstance we
are probably indebted for a fact, which is perhaps singular in its kind, the
extinction of a whole race of animals from the system of nature. (28)
Filson’s widely read account of Kentucky helped amplify the characterization of the
mammoth as a carnivore. At the end of Turner’s presentation, he categorized the
mammoth as a ferocious terror with great strength and the agility of the tiger. Collin’s
presentation displayed this as well. In his brief description of the mammoth, the tone of
“stalking” through “wilderness” implied that Collin believed that the mammoth was
carnivorous.
The characterization of the incognitum as carnivorous was a reflection of the
American identity after the revolution. Americans had just suffered through a violent war,
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but emerged confident and victorious. They were their own nation and the incognitum
became the representation of this new nation as Americans of all sorts became interested
in identifying the creature.
American Heroes
After successfully winning independence from England, Americans came
together hoping to identify the incognitum, an American specimen, before anyone else in
the world. Several well-known American heroes and founding fathers devoted their time
to the identification process. Everyone from explorer to politician to famous painter
contributed to identifying the incognitum and unlocking the mysteries of its existence. In
the early republic, there were no experts on paleontology. Naturalists and scientists may
have had the most background in natural philosophy, but participating in the
identification process was not only available to them but also encouraged. John Filson
noted in The Discovery, Settlement and Present State of Kentucke that “These bones have
equally excited the amazement of the ignorant, and attracted the attention of the
philosopher” (26). Everyone who was aware of the bones felt it was their duty to share
their opinion and offer whatever they could to identify this creature.
One of the first authors to offer his scientific expertise on the identification
process was none other than Benjamin Franklin. Franklin, who, being close friends with
George Croghan, examined the bones Croghan had exhumed at Big Bone Lick. Franklin
did not publish his views on the bones, but he did discuss them in letters. Franklin first
believed that the molars belonged to a meat-eating animal, as stated in a letter to Croghan
(Hedeen 46) , but in a letter to French scientist Abbé Chappe he corrected this claim
stating that the ribbed molars “might be useful to grind the small branches of Trees, as to

55

chaw Flesh” (Qtd in Hedeen 48). It is only appropriate that one of the first great
American scientists had offered the correct identification of the animal’s eating habits
before anyone else. However, it is unfortunate that he did not offer his expertise on the
subject to the American Philosophical Society, a society he helped to create.
Famous writer and mapmaker, John Filson2 may have been the first non-Native
American to think that the bones at Big Bone Lick belonged to elephants, according to
Hedeen (72). In 1784, Filson published a map of Kentucky along with The Discovery,
Settlement, and Present State of Kentucke, in which he noted the location of Big Bone
Lick and the similarity of the found bones to those of the elephant. He summarized
Hunter’s research on the species as the most accurate, that the bones belonged to an
extinct unknown species.
As stated in previous chapters, George Washington visited Robert Annan’s farm
to examine the bones for himself and Washington explained to Annan that he owned a
molar. At the age of twenty-one it is believed that Major George Washington travelled
through the Ohio area to convince the French to stop building forts. Around Christmas
time in 1780, British troops controlled New York City, and the Continental Army
stationed itself outside of West Point not far from Annan’s farm where the bones were
discovered. Washington heard of the large bones and took a few officers to investigate
them. Hedeen explains, “Washington correctly discerned the similarity between the fossil
molars from Annan’s farm and those from the Lick” (57). How Washington came in
possession of a molar is unknown. Semonin adds to this account that while negotiations
Filson’s The Discovery, Settlement, and Present State of Kentucke also provided the
first biography of frontier hero Daniel Boone. Although there is no official account of Boone
travelling to Big Bone Lick, he still contributed to the identification process. In 1781, Jefferson
asked Boone to deliver a letter to General George Rogers Clark in which Jefferson asked Clark to
collect bones from the lick.
2
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took place in Paris in 1783, Washington helped Hessian officer Dr. Christian Friedrich
Michaelis excavate bones on Annan’s farm (186).

Fig 4. Exhumation of the Mastadon. Peale Museum, MD. Charles Wilson Peale painted
this scene of the excavation of the nearly complete skeleton in the Hudson Valley area.

Charles Wilson Peale worked with his son Rembrandt Peale on excavating an
almost complete skeleton, filling in the missing bones, and setting up the structure in
multiple museums. Charles Wilson Peale was a painter and painted an exhumation scene
of the mastodon (Fig. 4), but also a member of the Sons of Liberty. Rembrandt Peale was
also a prominent artist of the era (Semonin). Hedeen explains, “Michaelis commissioned
artist Charles Wilson Peale to draw a life-size illustration of each piece, and the
specimens were temporarily moved to his studio. Visitors’ admiration for the fossils
persuaded Peale to establish his American Museum, a forerunner to the Smithsonian
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Institution” (Hedeen 70). Therefore, the national interest in the bones eventually led to
the development of the Smithsonian.
Though Lewis and Clark were unable to locate the extinct animals in the west,
their contributions to American paleontology did not end there. Prior to their expedition,
at Jefferson’s request, Lewis stopped at Big Bone Lick to examine some specimens
newly uncovered by William Goforth (Hedeen 88). Then, in 1807, Jefferson sent a
digging expedition to Big Bone Lick headed by William Clark. The goal of the
expedition was to find all they could, any remaining bones that could help with the
identification process. However, the main goal was to locate the missing elements of the
mastodon skeleton (Hedeen 98). At this point, scientists, amateur naturalists, and tourists
had dug the lick hundreds of times over the century, so Clark’s expedition was only able
to send three hundred pieces to Jefferson, none of which were the missing pieces of the
skeleton. It is important to note that Jefferson personally funded this second expedition
(Hedeen 102). This reveals how personal this search and identification process became
for him.
Nationalist Rhetoric
Analyzing the nationalist rhetoric present in the texts is perhaps the most relevant
considering they were written in the Early Republic period when America had just
become its own nation. In Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson explains that the
concept of nationalism developed “in an age in which Enlightenment and Revolution
were destroying the legitimacy of the divinely-ordained, hierarchical dynastic realm” (7),
so America was a front-runner for this nationalism trend. Anderson argues that new
communities are created with “a half-fortuitous, but explosive, interaction between a
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system of production and productive relations (capitalism), a technology of
communications (print), and the fatality of human linguistic diversity” (43), and such was
the case for America. Already having the benefit of a somewhat universal language of
English and a thriving print culture helped spark the revolution, and America focused on
capitalism in their development of a national identity. In addition, while they had all of
these entities, a national symbol of what America was capable of was the last missing
component.
In Michael Warner’s Letters of the Republic, he explains that the emerging print
culture of the early republic saw a focus on national rhetoric, which he defines as rhetoric
that expresses a focus on producing a “new, distinctively indigenous culture” (119).
After the revolution, Americans had a burning desire to make a name for themselves.
They urged the creation of a national identity that was strictly American. The opportunity
to identify and define this American creature before Europe fueled this fire. Jefferson and
Turner’s American writings exhibit senses of this nationalist rhetoric, which focuses on
uniting a nation and finding an identity as that united nation.
America vs Europe
One of the ways that the American writings displayed a sense of nationalism was
by emulating the tensions between the Americans and Europeans. Englishman William
Hunter analyzed the bones of Big Bone Lick and sent requests for more bones and
drawings. His tone in this requesting section was a little demeaning or degrading. The
questions were simplistic, such as the location and number of the bones, that it was odd
that previous researchers and naturalists had not answered them. Hunter also requested
“correct drawings,” as if the previous drawings submitted by Americans were incorrect.
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Hunter demonstrated much interest in the bones, yet he seemed to have no interest in
travelling to America and seeing the bones himself. It may not have been a simple
journey to America, but it seemed odd. Hunter wrote with such detail and passion in his
analysis that it was hard to believe he would trust anyone but himself in excavating and
analyzing the bones he requested. He even discredited one of the world’s leading experts
on the bones, so why would he trust his research in the hands of anyone other than
himself?
Americans united to become one nation and to proclaim their equality to Europe.
While Hunter’s piece gave a tone of superiority over Americans, Nicholas Collin’s piece
was all about creating a better nation. Collin’s “An Essay on Those Inquiries in Natural
Philosophy, which at Present Are Most Beneficial to the United States of North America”
stated its nationalist intentions in the title. Collin gave his presentation just a few years
after the war had ended. Its sole purpose was to inspire the nation to become a better
place. He also tells the nation that it was their duty to find the complete skeleton so
Americans could identify the creature for themselves.
Similarly, Jefferson’s works are an example of nationalist rhetoric. Specifically,
the nationalist rhetoric is present when Jefferson discredited Buffon’s theories of
American inferiority. Jefferson’s defense of America depicted how devoted he was to
protecting the new nation. He was defending America for America’s future. In addition,
Jefferson attempted to persuade readers to believe that the American incognitum could be
found just across the Mississippi river in the uncharted west, continuing with the
American mentality of manifest destiny.
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Republican Rhetoric
Along with nationalist rhetoric, Collin’s presentation displayed elements of
republican rhetoric as well. The purpose of Collin’s text is to persuade Americans to take
interest in natural philosophy and help the country investigate these inquiries for the
advancement of the nation, and he persuaded his audience with a sense of republicanism
and patriotic duty. The piece addressed all of the important issues that affect Americans3.
Collin, as with most republicans of the Early Republic, believed that solving these issues
would protect the future generations and ensure the prosperity of the country.
A quick reading of the first paragraph exposes its utilization of republican rhetoric
similar to that of the Declaration of Independence. For example, he discussed the
“patriotic affections” that were “conducive to the general happiness of mankind,” and he
addressed this request to “our ingenious fellow citizens” (iii). There was a sense of the
republic throughout the writing as Collin frequently used “we” and “our” during his
discussion. The British texts were more so individualistic focusing on singular pronouns,
whereas these American texts exemplified the “we the people” mentality.
Conclusion
Several factors of the identification process coincide with a burgeoning sense of
national identity, as Semonin claimed. The contributions of the American heroes and the
naturalists led to the categorization of the incognitum as a symbol of America. Although
the mammoth is not the carnivorous beast it was portrayed to be, the symbol still became
something for Americans to inspire Americans. The mammoth created a united drive to

In the best section of Collin’s text he argues for better dental hygiene as tooth loss
negatively affects the development of the republic: “It injures the pronunciation; and is a
particular disadvantage in a great republic, where so many citizens are public speakers” (iv). He
also adds that it makes women look ugly.
3
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identify the creature, to prove that America is not inferior to Europe, and to give an
accurate natural history to the monster and the prehistoric world all for bettering of the
country.
However, the writings expose other elements of the American spirit that Semonin
did not discuss. For example, any one could contribute to the identification process. The
identification of the incognitum was not just the duty of the scientists and leaders, as
Collin’s presentation claims it was for every American. The writings also revealed
elements of nationalistic and republican rhetoric that were similar to more famous
American political works, such as the Declaration of Independence. While Semonin was
correct that a national symbol emerged through the identification process, these
paleontological writings express much more than that.
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION
From 1767 to 1797, seven naturalists contributed to the American incognitum’s
identification process. These works paved the way for the field of American paleontology
and extinction theory. However, paleontology in America did not just affect the
developing scientific field, but also American religious attitudes and the nation itself.
These works were monumental for their contributions to the scientific world,
specifically in the field of what would become paleontology. These naturalists’
presentations to the various societies reflect meticulous care and ingenuity. There was no
basis for the theories they developed. These researchers had to identify the fragile
remains of a species and deduce what the animal most resembled, what it ate, where it
was, and how it died without any example to follow. Their paleontological writings
reveal the detail and precision that went into their work and these authors effectively
stated the theories they surmised.
For some, these theories were difficult to grasp, as they had to reconsider their
Christian beliefs to make some claims. These writings were produced at a time when
extinction theories were new and not everyone felt comfortable with the concept. These
naturalists had to put aside their belief in a Perfect God in order to accept the concept of
extinction. Others found it harder to consider a way for animals to die, and thus the bones
to relocate, that was not based on the biblical story of Noah’s ark. Regardless, theory
surrounding the identification of the incognitum progressed in the forty years of the
writings. It was not long until theory of the Great Deluge had passed and extinction
became the norm. These writings reflect that transition in time.
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As Semonin claimed, these paleontological writings reflected a time in American
culture when the new nation needed something to believe in and the American
incognitum was that thing. Identifying the incognitum became an example of what
America was capable of as a united nation. Other aspects of the American spirit can be
found in the identification story and writings as well. Various American heroes, even
those who had no prior experience in science, contributed their time and effort to solving
the American incognitum mystery. The writings also display aspects of America in the
form of republican and nationalist rhetoric.
In conclusion, these American incognitum paleontological writings represent
more than just a search for a creature. They represent the scientific capability of
Americans. The texts reveal America’s ability to unite to find answers and to encourage
anyone to contribute to the process. These texts also represent the time at which religion
and science began to divide. This was a time when extinction became the norm and the
ideal of a perfect God had to be set aside. These writings should receive more attention
for they say about science, religion, and America during the early republic.
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Appendix A
Table 1
THE CLAIMS OF EACH NATURALIST
Author

Peter
Collinson

Peter
Collinson

William
Hunter

Robert
Annan

Samuel
Parsons

Nicholas
Collin

Thomas
Jefferson

George
Turner

1767 (1)

1767 (2)

1768

1785

1786

1789

1797

1797

TRLS

TRLS

TRLS

MAAAS

MAAAS

TAPS

TAPS

TAPS

Nationality
of Author

British

British

British

American

American

Swedish
American

American

American

Profession
of Author

Draper

Draper

Physician
to Queen

Reverend

General

Vice
President

Judge

Location of
Bones

Big Bone
Lick

Big Bone
Lick

Big Bone
Lick

Hudson
Valley

Big Bone
Lick

Doctor/
Rector of
Swedish
Churches
Not
specified

Virginia

Big Bone
Lick

Number of
Species

Two

Two

One

One

One

One

One

Two

Identified
As

Elephant
&
Unknown
Animal

Asian/
African
Elephant
&
Unknown
Elephant
Species

American
incognitum

Maybe
elephant

Animal

Mammoth

Lion-like
animal,
Megalonyx

Mammoth
&
incognitum

Extinct or
Exists

Exists

Exists

Extinct

Extinct

Extinct

Not Sure

Exists

Extinct

Eating
Habits

n/a

Herbivore

Carnivore

Carnivore

Carnivore

n/a

Carnivore2

Cause of
Demise

Deluge

n/a

n/a

Deluge

n/a

n/a

n/a

Carnivore
&
Herbivore
Humans

How
incognitum
Arrived in
America

Deluge

n/a

Climate
Change

n/a

n/a

n/a

Climate
Change

Year
Publication

1

n/a

1

Transactions of the Royal Society of London, Memoirs of the American Academy of Arts
and Sciences, and Transactions of the American Philosophical Society
2

In the PS, Jefferson clarifies that this new information shows the animal might not be a
carnivore.
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